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From ‘Zoku’ to ‘Kei’
ABSTRACT
In Japanese, whenever coinages were formed to express a certain youth subculture,
the suffix ‘-zoku’ was used. For example, in the 1950s, young people who were influenced
by the novel, ‘The Season of the Sun’ were called ‘Taiyo-zoku（Sun Tribe）’. ‘Zoku’ means a
tribe or group which shares the same sense of value, attitude toward another youth
subculture or generation, taste for shopping or leisure, manner of speaking or gestures, etc.
However, since the late 1980s, the suffix ‘-zoku’ has been taken over by the suffix ‘-kei’.
Usually, ‘Kei’ has been used for indicating a clique which shares same the taste for
fashion or music. For example, ‘Shibuya-kei’ was originally a genre of music which was
popular in the first half of the 1990s among young people who liked to go to record shops
or clubs in the Shibuya area. Thereafter, the meaning of ‘Shibuya-kei’ was expanded to
describe the fashions, movies, or style of publishing, which were favored by the people
who liked ‘Shibuya-kei’ music.
Comparing ‘-zoku’ and ‘-kei’, the former means primarily a group of human beings,
while the latter is sometimes used for expressing a certain genre of music or fashion. In
other words, ‘Kei’ is a complex of people, artifacts, places etc., which are connected by a
certain common sense of value and taste. While the members of ‘Zoku’ maintain a sense
of identification and face-to-face contact, ‘Kei’ is more mediated and ad-hoc. The members
of one ‘Kei’ can simultaneously belong to another ‘Kei’ and they can properly use different
identities depending on the situation. I think the transition from ‘Zoku’ to ‘Kei’ reflects
some significant social changes, especially among young people; such as the increase in
mediated communication, consumption-oriented trends, and multiplicity of identities, as
they are released from the sense of belonging to a class, gender, generation or locality.
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